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SUBJECT: Venezuelan Presidential Election Update 


SUMMARY 


The Venezuelan presidential election scheduled for Sunday, 
December 6 is too close to call. Former coup plotter and 
populist candidate Hugo Chavez continues to lead in the latest 
polls. Last-minute efforts by anti-Chavez forces to rally around 
second-place candidate Henrique Salas Romer have been clumsy and 
may backfire. Results will probably be delayed and contested; 
some election-related violence is expected at least Sunday and 
Monday. The presence of OAS Secretary General Gaviria and former 
President Carter, both heading observation missions that we have 
largely funded, will be helpful if mediation is required. 


DISCUSSION 


Venezuelan law bars publication of polls during the last 
seven days preceding an election. In the polls taken just before 
weekend maneuvering by the traditional parties further confused 
the electoral scenario, Chavez led his closest rival, Salas 


Romer, by 7 to 10 points. 


In a last minute effort to derail Chavez, Venezuela’s two 
traditional parties,’ Accion Democratica (AD) and COPEI, 
officially jettisoned their own candidates and gained permission 
from the National Electoral Commission to award any votes cast 
for their parties to Salas Romer. When AD’s presidential 
Candidate Luis Alfaro refuséd to step aside, the party 
unceremoniously expelled him. The scheming surrounding this 
episode kept Venezuelans glued to the TVs for days, lending it a 
sOap opera~like atmosphere. More graciously, COPEI candidate 
Irene Saez stepped aside voluntarily. Both Alfaro and Saez 
remain as candidates of several smaller parties. 
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It is unclear whether AD’s and COPEI’s tactics will net any 
Significant number of additional votes for Salas Romer. Some 
supporters of the independent Salas Romer may turn in blank 
ballots or move into the Chavez camp in reaction to the AD and 
COPEI last-minute maneuvers. To minimize defections, Salas Romer 
continues to stress his independence of both the old parties. 


For his part, Chavez is acting the role of the frontrunner, 
seeking to gain maximum advantage from the voters’ discontent 
with the political system and the struggling economy. He points 
to the AD and COPEI maneuvers as desperate efforts by the “old 
order” to preserve power for itself. The net result is an 
election that could either be a landslide for Chavez or a narrow 
victory for either candidate. No one is taking any bets. 


Some violence on the margins of the election is likely. Its 
intensity and duration will be driven by several factors, 


including: | 


-- the speed of the count and whether credible results can 
be announced beginning Sunday night; 


-- the closeness of the vote. A narrow Chavez defeat is 
certain to lead his followers into the streets to protest 
“fraud.” Chavez has threatened to charge tampering if he 


loses. 


In fact, we are confident that the Venezuelan vote count 
will be honest and fair. In the spirit of “trust but verify,” 
however, the elections will be monitored by a large number of 
international observers, including the Carter Center, a group 
from IRI, and a large OAS election team that has been in 
Venezuela for some time. President Carter will be in Venezuela 


over the weekend. 


The presence of Gaviria and Carter could prove helpful if 
the immediate post-eléction situation becomes messy. We are 
fortunate in having John Maisto as Ambassador. He went through 
the 1996 elections in Nicaragua and worked closely and 
productively with both Carter and Gaviria. 
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ARA/AND: CHAkuetteh Tel. 7-3360 
SEARAAND/ANDVE/ELECTIONS/Election Status 


ARA/AND: P Chicola - o.k. 
ARA/AND: M Meigs —- o.k, 
ARA: J Leonard. o.k. 
P:S Schwartz - o.k. 
S/P: H Smith - o.k. 
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